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ABSTRACT

The farther we peer into the depths of human consciousness, the subatomic
realm of quantum physics or the vast expanse of the observable universe,
the more our notion of an objective physical reality or a predetermined, public,
external world is challenged. With each new door we open, an entirely new
set of questions is revealed. The world we perceive is never a direct
representation, but even knowing how constructed our perception of an
external reality is, are we capable of letting go of it? Through perceptual
alchemy, my work probes the threshold between our constructed reality and
the ‘external world’, refocusing the viewer on the internal aspects of
visual perception as it is mediated through our senses. By presenting a series
of visual phenomena such as a cloud of pixelated light, static objects that
appear to move in our peripheral vision, immaterial materials, and physical
holograms, the viewer is encouraged to confront the impossibility of the
situation and come to terms with their framed interpretation.
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INTRODUCTION
Alchemy as a Studio Practice

My studio process involves a combination of research based exploration and
material experimentation. Inquiry and making inform one another, generating
an organic system that constantly evolves until the ideas coalesce in the
installation of the work. My practice is inspired by alchemy in that it often sets
out with an unattainable goal (dematerialization, invisibility, infinity). Through
the pseudo-scientific process of realizing that goal, unexpected discoveries
are made that take on a life of their own; just as alchemist’s such as Isaac
Newton and Robert Boyle’s failed attempts at immortality and transmutation
ended up laying the foundation for modern chemistry. The rigorous material
investigation of the alchemists led to unprecedented scientific and technological advances including the discovery, identification and classification of
many of the elements as well as development of many techniques still used
today in processes including glass and metal working. In alchemy as well as
my own work, process is equally important to product, it transcends procedure
to represent an ideology — thinking through making.
Alchemy approaches ethereal concepts often bordering on the intangible from a very physical perspective grounded in material; something I tend
to do in my own work. Working with glass brought me to alchemy and vice
versa as they have shared a symbiotic relationship throughout history; glass
being a crucial tool in the alchemist’s laboratory but also an area of intrigue
for many alchemists due to its unparalleled ability to mimic other materials
(lapis, emerald, ruby and rock crystal) while possessing unique attributes of its
own such as transparency, translucency and plasticity. From the alchemist’s
perspective though, glass did not merely imitate other materials but had the
ability to truly become them, just as within my own work glass has the ability to
dematerialize, to become dark matter, a manifestation of light, or a leak into
another dimension.
The hot glass studio carries an air of mysticism even today with its
thermo-luminescent glow, the material itself in a constant state of transformation through heat, which is a fundamental principle of alchemy. The
unpredictable elements of the material and process offer a constant source of
inspiration. While there are a certain set of concrete variables in its physical
and chemical properties, glass has an uncanny presence, requiring constant
intuitive response from the maker and even seems, eerily, to respond to their
11

emotional state. Most glass makers would agree if you are in a bad mood,
the material seems to fight against you, something you’ve done effortlessly
a thousand times suddenly goes wrong without explanation, as if the
material is testing your patience. While this personification is almost certainly
a projection, it is intriguing to entertain the thought that it could be the result
of a quantum interaction, that the properties of material itself are changing
as opposed to the maker losing focus. After all, the quantum realm is still
shrouded in uncertainty and paradox, time and space is not absolute and
even transmutation is possible.
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Room For One Colour, Olafur Eliasson, 1997

Quantum Observation

Like alchemy, quantum mechanics shares an affinity for the intangible and the
unknown and often takes an unorthodox approach to solving the many paradoxes it has unveiled. It seems the deeper we peer into the world of subatomic
particles, the less we understand about their workings and the more subjective
our notions of matter and reality become. The field of quantum mechanics was
born out of an investigation into electromagnetic radiation (light) and one of
the first major discoveries of quantum theory was the wave particle duality
which compelled many physicists to debate the nature of reality itself. I’ve used
the paradox of observation —the fact that simply observing an experiment at
the quantum scale can affect its outcome —which arose from the wave particle
duality, in one of my own pieces titled ‘Quantum Observer’.
In ‘Quantum Observer’, ambiguous glass forms covered in striped
patterns interact with a color changing light source to produce a range of
pattern effects including implied movement, growing and shrinking, emerging
and fading. The effects, however, are most intense and convincing in the
viewer’s periphery, so the act of directly observing any one of the objects
changes the experience. This is similar to the way observing or measuring
phenomena in quantum physics can actually change their behavior, determining whether they act as particle or wave or even whether they have a speed or
position as measuring one negates the other. The goal of ‘Quantum Observer’
is to expose the subjectivity of the viewer’s perception and how it can be
manipulated through something as simple as colored light, ideally leaving the
viewer to question the acuity of their senses. Contemporary artist Olafur
Eliasson, who often works with light phenomena and perception, has employed
similar techniques in his own work, an excellent example being ‘Room For One
Colour’. By placing a yellow filter on the lights, Eliasson reduces all color in the
room to black or yellow. Limiting the spectral range gives the viewer the
sensation of sharper vision, although this manifests differently for every person
with some reporting a sense of exaggerated depth perception while others feel
things are flattened out and two dimensional. Eliasson describes the phenomenon in the following passage from his book ‘Your Colour Memory’.
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Stills from ‘Quantum Observer’, detailing the color shift in
one of the objects due changes in the color of ambient light
in the space.
17

“Like a black-and-white image with shades of gray in between,
this yellow space would organize a green sweater and purple shoes
into a monochrome field of endless shades between yellow and
black. As our brain has to handle or digest less visual information
due to lack of other colors, we feel that we see details more
easily than usual. This means that our eyes can detect more shades
of gray in a black-and-white photograph than shades of color in
a color image (75).”
This affect is due to the way our brain interprets visual information. We receive
very different information from contrast and color. Contrast gives us identifying
information, such as facial recognition, that is fixed or constant, whereas
color conveys temporal and emotional information. You can tell what season it
is in a photograph by the color profile, or that someone is not feeling well by
the color in their face, leading to expressions equating color to emotion like
‘seeing red’ or ‘feeling blue’.
In ‘Quantum Observer’ the percipient experiences the sensation of
a loss of spatial acuity rather than heightened awareness. Since our brain has
to process more visual information due to the fluctuating ambient light, it
sacrifices accuracy in bounding-edge contrast to focus on the complex color
information it is receiving, resulting in illusions of movement and spatial
distortions. I plan to expand this work to encompass an entire room where the
walls, floor and ceiling are wrapped in active color patterns, as if stepping
inside of one of the installation objects the piece currently consists of to arrive
in a space that is shifting and contorting around you, all through slight variations in the wavelength of light. Since the entire space would react to the
colored light in different ways, it would add an additional layer of from reality.
Essentially, you would not be able to tell the color of the light or the true color
of any surface because it would all be in flux. Without a reference point, our
capacity for color constancy would be rendered useless, ultimately working
against us but providing a remarkable visual experience through its ineptitude.
In the time I’ve spent with ‘Quantum Observer’ and working with
light in the studio in general, I’ve noticed the persistence of color constancy 1,
or “the way we see an object independent of color changes in the ambient
light”(Rose 14) in relation to the body. Color constancy happens constantly
throughout the day without us even noticing, for example, when we see a
green apple under predominantly yellow light at midday, we still see it as green
around sunset when the spectral range is closer to red. In ‘Quantum Observer’

the implied movement and color shifts of the objects are exaggerated when
set against a background we perceive as constant, so holding the objects in
your hand provides a very different experience. We are so familiar with our own
skin that it appears to stay the same despite the drastic shifts in ambient light.
This greatly heightens the effect of the objects themselves changing. In an
immersive installation encompassing an entire room, the observer themselves
as well as the other viewers would provide a constant to amplify the experience of movement and color changes in the space.
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1.

Color constancy is demonstrated

in the image right, which appears to have red,
green and blue hues even though the image
is composed exclusively of various shades of red.
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Perceptual Psychology and the Observer

The perceptual phenomena I utilize in my work exploit ‘flaws’ in our visual
system, and question the notion of an objective reality from an entirely different perspective than quantum mechanics; that of perceptual psychology.
Perceptual psychology is less concerned with the external world and more
focused on the way we construct our sense of reality internally. While it is easy
to view the eye as a mechanical device or a lens, the truth is that seeing
actually has very little to do with the eye and takes place mostly within the
brain. At least eighty-five percent of our vision is processed within the brain
(Rose 16), meaning our vision is quite literally constructed, a projection entirely
manufactured by our brain based on the remaining fifteen percent, which is
information received directly from our external environment in the form of light.
This image is fabricated, prioritizing some information while entirely excluding
other elements. While we often assume that our vision offers a very accurate
depiction of our surroundings, in truth, it is specifically tuned to serve a certain
criterion, which makes it efficient for our needs but entirely subjective and
most likely very inaccurate when it comes to depicting the external world. This
may seem contrary to evolution by natural selection but in fact it is supported
by it. Our sense of vision has evolved to prioritize fitness over accuracy, which
professor of cognitive science Donald D. Hoffman illustrates in an interview
with Amanda Gefter, using a desktop interface as an analogy for our visual
processing. We know that a blue icon of a folder on our desktop is only an
abstract representation of the file itself. It doesn’t give us any information about
the inner workings of the computer or the endless lines of code that actually
contain the information we’re looking for, and that’s fine, this is extremely
useful for us and makes our lives simpler and more efficient.
Just as if we were aware of every aspect of every element in our environment, it would be impossible to identify a predator about to attack us in time
to prevent it from happening. In short “an organism that sees reality as it is
will never be more fit than an organism of equal complexity that sees none of
reality but is just tuned to fitness. Never (Hoffman).”
When it comes to our construct of reality, quantum mechanics and
perceptual psychology are addressing this same question — whether or not an
objective reality exists — from different angles, yet it appears there is very
little conversation between the two fields, at least not until until recently with
theories such as ‘Quantum Cognition’ emerging in the last few years. Even still,
the confluence is relatively little and often met with heavy criticism because it
23

challenges existing paradigms, not to mention the deeper we delve into either
field the more difficult if not impossible it becomes to provide hard evidence.
I aim to explore this space of uncertainty within my work, seeking areas
of convergence and finding an optical analogue able express them visually in
an attempt to place the viewer in a space between their internal and external
reality. Perceptual psychology is an excellent contemporary frame of reference
to approach this from considering it starts at a pre-conscious level and functions involuntarily, making it an integral tool, as a better understanding of how
we see allows me to more effectively alter what the viewer experiences.
Jonathan Crary discusses a major shift in perspective over the course
of the last century from external to internal in his pivotal text ‘Techniques of
the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century’ through
the examination of various optical devices and the discourse surrounding them.
For example, Crary notes Descarte’s description of the camera obscura as a
detached eye which illustrates the popular opinion at the time that vision was
an external phenomenon, that the eye was essentially a mechanical device
which transmitted a direct image of the external environment into the mind of
the observer like a projector. In contrast, later devices such as the stereoscope
and phenakistiscope reflected the idea that the resulting image has as much to
do with the observer as the device itself. Both devices rely on interaction with
an observer, and signify a shift toward an internal, subjective theory of vision.
This is especially the case with the phenakistiscope and the zoetrope which
rely on the retinal after image 2, which substantiates the observer as the
creator of the image rather than a mere witness. Crary only briefly discusses
contemporary devices like television and personal computers, and in the time
since the book was published technology has advanced at an incredible rate.
I plan to expand on his notion further by investigating the potential of newer
technology including laser, programmable RGB LED’s, and augmented reality
to find apparatuses that embody our current perspective and ultimately create
a new visual experience which can elicit deeper contemplation about what it
means to observe in the present. All of the perceptual experiences in my work
are subjective, meaning every viewer could potentially have a different experience with the same work. While this holds true for pretty much all artwork, it
is especially emphasized through these curated experiences, making the
viewer aware of their own visual processing and therefore its inherent subjectivity, suggesting the unique and individual reality as the contemporary phase
of the observer.

2.

Stare at the grey dot between the top two quadrants of the image for 30 seconds then

immediately focus on the center of the identical images below to experience the effect of the retinal
after image. The contrasting colors still imprinted on your retina dramatically alter the perceived
color of the photograph at first, then gradually fade until both images appear to be the same again.
This reveals the ‘lag’ we experience when processing visual imagery that enables devices like the
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phenakistascope or zoetrope and even film to appear to have continuous motion.

Why Glass? Glass, Light & Optics

Since everything we see is made of light, there is no better tool to distort
what we see, and there is arguably no better tool to manipulate light than glass.
Glass has been crucial to our understanding of light since the dawn of physics. Newton discovered the spectrum using a glass prism which resulted in
countless revelations in physics and chemistry including the spectroscope,
which enables us to see the chemical makeup of stars and celestial bodies at
the edge of our observable universe. Astronomy as well was made possible
through glass lenses, and to this day the largest glass objects we have ever
produced are the mirrors for the Hubble and Hale telescopes. Glass has an
unparalleled ability to expand our consciousness, granting us access not only
to the extra-terrestrial but the microscopic. Throughout history we have used
glass to gain a better understanding of our surroundings, to see things clearer
and bring them into focus. Through my experiments with light and optics
I hope to challenge this clarity, using glass and light to reveal the boundaries
of our visual perception, shifting the focus inward with the goal of ultimately
coming to a better understanding of our relationship to reality. It is in the areas
of uncertainty and obscurity that I find the convergence of physics, psychology
and alchemy that shape my practice, and I arrive there through optics. Glass
is an anomalous material with bizarre and enigmatic properties, many of which
offer a unique opportunity to visualize ephemeral and intangible concepts
through a physical medium.
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In ‘Dark Matter’ the apparatus of the polariscope, a tool which uses polarized
light to visualize stress in transparent materials in the form of color, is
employed as an analogue for dark matter. We are incapable of perceiving
dark matter directly, and only know of its existence because theoretically
it needs to exist in order for our current model of the universe to make sense
mathematically. The only way we can ‘see’ dark matter is though its interaction
with other celestial objects and its effects on them. ‘Dark Matter’ exploits the
coefficient of expansion — the amount a material expands per degree of
heat — of different glasses as a means to control stress within the glass. Using
two glasses with slightly different COEs, just enough to create stress but not
enough to fracture the glass, I am able to create a specific form comprised of
one glass and suspend it within another glass. The result is a piece of clear
glass with no obvious deviations to the naked eye, yet under the polariscope a
specific form is revealed through prismatic color patterns indicating stress
surrounding the inclusion. The form is not directly seen with a distinct outline
but rather is made apparent due to the discrepancies in the stress pattern,
much in the same way dark matter is viewed indirectly through its gravitational
effects. The installation of the work relies on the viewer’s movement around
the apparatus allowing for a moment of discovery. The clear glass spheres
containing a layer of hidden information are supported by lab stands and lit
with a polarized light source. On the other end of the apparatus are a series
of polarized lenses, each aligned with a specific object. This deconstruction of
the polariscope requires the viewer to peer through the polarized lens, revealing the information within each sphere one by one.
The lens being a window to another reality, making us aware of the limits of our
vision and the breadth of information surrounding us that we are completely
unaware of. Magnetism, ultraviolet and infrared light and inaudible frequencies
are just a few examples of physical phenomena that are present around us
at all times yet imperceptible. ‘Dark Matter’ reveals a hidden dimension that
once observed cannot be unseen. Interestingly, once viewed through the
polariscope we are able to pick up on the subtle difference in the optics of the
two glasses without the aid of the apparatus. Knowledge that this layer of
information exists within the glass makes it easier to see, illustrating the power
of perception to limit or broaden our awareness and also the potential of glass
to facilitate in expanding our consciousness.

Above Dark Matter (Detail), Evan Voelbel, 2017
Back Dark Matter (Detail), Evan Voelbel, 2017
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Below, back Synapse, Evan Voelbel, 2015

Synapse

One of the first pieces to reflect this synthesis of ideologies and exploit light
as a material is ‘Synapse’. ‘Synapse’ was an important precursor to my future
installation works such as ‘Constellation’ and was a site specific installation
about materializing thoughts, a powerful attribute of the artist’s unique
position. The ability to visualize something in the mind and bring it into
existence, to translate a thought into matter is probably one of the strongest
driving forces behind my desire to become an artist. The immediacy and
responsiveness of glass is unparalleled along with the allure of dipping into
the primordial soup that is the glass furnace and bringing an idea to life as
quickly as it was conceived drew me to the medium, and the element of
uncertainty inherent to the process was captivating and offered an endless
source of inspiration in the development of my studio practice. During my
first semester at RISD, I took an experimental approach to the glass studio,
embracing uncertainty and taking risks I wasn’t able to before, which yielded
plenty of inspiration but very little material to work with in the studio.
For ‘Synapse’ I used every object produced from my experiments in
the glass studio during my first month at RISD, and began to map my thought
process. Each individual object represented a specific idea or potential line of
inquiry and was connected by glass rods which marked the relationship
between thoughts; generating a complex networked structure illustrating the
nebulous architecture of my cogitation. The glass rods were designed to capture light, acting in almost the opposite manner of fiber optic cable. Through
the center of the glass runs a stream of hundreds of thousands of bubbles
which become spaghettified -a term used in astrophysics to describe the vertical stretching and horizontal compression of objects into long, thin shapes as
they pass through the event horizon of a black hole — when the glass is stretched in the process of making the rod, rendering the bubbles imperceptibly
small, each drawn from an already miniscule point into a line spanning a few
meters. The resulting effect is a dense cluster of “linear lenses” that are extremely responsive to movement due to their directionality and catch light,
reflecting it back to the viewer. As the viewer moves around the piece, shifting
their perspective, different connections between the objects are illuminated,
flashing on and off much like a synapse between neurons. The overall
composition transitioned from objects as points of conversion to engage the
surrounding architecture, representing my deviation from a studio practice
focused on sculptural objects toward an installation based practice and an
attempt to reconcile the two.
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Below, back Constellation, Evan Voelbel, 2017

Constellation

‘Constellation’ utilizes ultra-violet light and fluorescent glass to exploit
flaws in our visual perception. In a dark room, a matrix of fluorescent green
lines resembles three-dimensional models of constellations, which
throughout history have been viewed as two-dimensional images, as if the
stars exist on a flat plane, when in reality each point is light-years apart in
depth. This accentuates the ability of our visual cognitive system to
perceive infinite depth as two dimensional and vice versa. The geometric
structures resemble holograms due to their prismatic, neon glow, giving
them an immaterial quality. The network of green fluorescent monofilament
lines extending from and suspending uranium glass forms within the space
branches out to form luminescent line drawings on the walls, becoming
two-dimensional counterparts to the three-dimensional structures, essentially
containing the same amount of information compressed into a single plane.
The darkness of the room and the intense and uniform glow of the lines
cause the the space to collapse from certain perspectives, while simultaneously creating an illusion of depth in the two-dimensional wall drawings,
distorting the viewers sense of space. The contrast between the two and
three-dimensional elements of the piece becomes apparent through movement, as the three dimensional lines begin to shift in space in relation to the
viewer’s perspective, activating the piece through movement, just as in
‘Synapse’. The fluorescence makes it impossible to distinguish between the
glass and the monofilament and acts as a tool to dematerialize the piece,
allowing the materials to transcend their physicality to become a drawing in
space with light.
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Preceding ‘Constellation’ was a series of light drawings titled ‘Analogue
Holograms’ made from mirror and strands of uranium glass. Various forms
were constructed by bending the glass with a torch and then placing them
in a mirrored corner so they are reflected on all axes like a three dimensional
kaleidoscope, completing the form in the virtual space of the mirror.
The configuration of the mirrors is reminiscent of Robert Smithsons
‘corner mirror with coral’ which in a radical gesture for its time utilized mirrors
as a way to extend the work beyond the space of the gallery while simultaneously transforming the material, coral in this case, through fragmented and
repeated reflection. The uranium glass, however, does not appear fragmented
by the plane of the mirror but due to its radiance appears to dissolve the
boundary as if reaching through to the other side, conjuring up notions of the
mirror as a ‘leak’ into another dimension, a metaphor often employed by
Kurt Vonnegut in his writings. This rare ability of the uranium glass stood out
to me, its lack of shadows or highlights that intuitively give us a sense of
spatial orientation makes it appear two dimensional, apparitional and revealed
its finesse at manipulating space without requiring mirror ultimately leading
to ‘Constellation’ in its current form.

Corner Mirror With Coral, Robert Smithson, 1969
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Above , right Analogue Hologram, Evan Voelbel, 2016

3.

Above is an example of a template for scratch hologram. With a single-point light source,

a three dimensional holographic image of the cube will appear made out of reflected light in the
surrounding pattern if scratched into a reflective surface.

Event Horizon / Naked Singularity

Another series of pieces I’ve continued to develop over the last year utilizes
laser light diffused through glass, causing the object itself to take on the
appearance of a hologram. The concept for the series is Inspired by holographic principle in quantum theory, which postulates we may be living in a
three dimensional projection of a two dimensional universe. This is based on
the hypothesis that all of the information required to describe our three
dimensional universe is able to be described in only two dimensions, which
is demonstrated in its simplest form in scratch hologram 3, a type of spectral
holography that can even be hand drawn by scratching a line pattern into
a reflective surface like metal or acrylic.
The forms used in these pieces were made to resemble scientific illustrations and renderings of various phenomena in physics, particularly black
holes which are fundamental to the development of holographic principle,
but also of diagrams showing the gravitational mass of celestial objects.
My intention was to reference this imagery indirectly so the viewer is
able intuitively pick up on the relationship to physics from the simplicity and
familiarity of the form. Regardless of their experience or knowledge about
physics, almost everyone has seen this imagery in some context, whether
it be an image accompanying an article about astrophysics, a sci-fi movie, a TV
documentary or even a cartoon, the imagery is so prevalent and consistent
that the viewer is bound to have some understanding of the content whether
consciously or not. When illuminated with laser light, the edges of the object
dissipate and the substance of the material is replaced with shimmering
particles of pixelated light. As the the object evaporates, the light begins to
take on a physical presence, materializing and hovering above the surface
of the piece in a static cloud, an ethereal aura of green light particles suspended in the air. The pixilation of space is quite difficult to comprehend,
prompting the percipient to toggle between interpreting the phenomenon as
internal or external, whether it is a glitch in space or a failure of their ability
to process what they are seeing. Many of the light phenomena in my work can
only be captured with the human eye; a camera sees something entirely different in the same image. Due to this paradox, it is imperative that the work is
seen in person, a photograph is unable to replicate the experience of viewing
first hand. The eye becomes a crucial component of the apparatus; the viewer
an essential part of the piece.
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Naked Singularity, Evan Voelbel, 2015
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Æther, Evan Voelbel, 2017
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Carved Out of Spoiled Neon, Evan Voelbel, 2016

Doubt and Uncertainty

The concept of materialization and dematerialization in my work was conceived from the synthesis of alchemy, quantum mechanics and perceptual
psychology. Material is essential to my process. I see potential in materials
and am inspired most by the possibility for a material to transform, which
is what brought me to glass and alchemy in the first place. To address issues
of reality with a material based practice, I began to focus on visually dematerial-izing objects, most often implementing colored light or more uncanny
forms of light such as fluorescence or laser. Fluorescence acts as a sort of
alchemical process with light or photo-alchemy which I equate to transmutation of elements in alchemy. Light with a short wavelength enters the
material which reemits the light at a longer wavelength, stealing energy
in the process and literally transforming the light. Most often we perceive color
in the form of reflected light, but fluorescent materials are essentially emitting
their own light from within, giving them a spectral presence that transcends
their materiality. This can be seen in photographs derived from my studio
experiments such as ‘Liquid Light / A Fire Burning Without Flame’ and ‘Carved
Out of Spoiled Neon’. In both cases, fluorescence activates the objects
through their unusual luminosity, but each of the resulting images has its own
allure. The former is from a series of material experiments to create ‘liquid
light’, a physical manifestation or distilled form of light able to be contained
in a vessel. The investigation was inspired by cryptic descriptions of various
substances in alchemical manuscripts such as “water of the sun” Holmyard 16 or
“Pontic water, which is sweet, beautiful, clear, limpid and brighter than gold
or diamonds or carbuncles (Holmyard 16).” Interestingly, many material descriptions sounded as if they were referencing glass, including “a dry water that
does not wet the hand, and has a fire that burns without a flame (Lapidus 58).”
from which the title of the piece is derived. The fluorescence of the liquid in
this case is indistinguishable from appearance of molten glass, which could be
interpreted as a form of ‘Liquid Light’ due to its thermoluminescence. The
latter becomes a form sculpted out of neon light, hence the title ‘Carved Out
of Spoiled Neon‘ which is a quote from Tom Robbins ‘Jitterbug Perfume’,
and is reminiscent of a rendering, having the same quality as an image in
augmented reality image with its uniform glow and translucency. In both cases
the images are supposed impose a sense of doubt and wonder, leaving the
viewer to question the reality of the image.
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Since accurate documentation is near impossible with most of my current
work, I have recently shown deliberately inaccurate documentation to prevent
the viewer from feeling they are able to experience the work through a photograph, but also to take advantage of photography as a medium; manipulating
the photos to create a sense of uncertainty or doubt about what is depicted.
For example, showing a negative rather than the positive image as I have
in ‘Æther’ still expresses the same information but the inversion of the colors,
shadows and highlights makes the photograph seem more like a rendering, yet
subtle clues and imperfections in the image break down the notion that it is
a computer generated image, leaving the viewer to question whether or not it
is in fact a real image and implying the piece must be seen in person to gain
a better understanding.
Doubt Is imperative to my work; it is the mechanism that connects the
viewer to the phenomena they experience. Doubt catalyzes the shift between
internal and external, causing the viewer to become conscious of the process
of seeing and ultimately to confront how subjective and fabricated their vision
is. When presented with a paradoxical image such as an apparent glitch in
space, the viewer must come to terms with the fact that either the space itself
is degenerating or their vision is unable to process or interpret the information
correctly. Ideally many of these works will be taken beyond the gallery, potentially to public spaces where the apparatus can be integrated into existing
structures or architecture.
Showing the work in this way might afford a more profound experience
for the unsuspecting viewer because it is less likely to be viewed with the same
skepticism as ‘art’; bordering on the sublime as opposed to being interpreted
as a trick or an optical illusion. Hopefully this will inspire deeper inquiry of the
nature of reality or at least a heightened awareness of the way our perception
of reality is edited and how it can shape our beliefs.

Liquid Light / A Fire Burning Without Flame,
Evan Voelbel, 2015
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CONCLUSION

Although my work draws inspiration from scientific fields often constrained
by rigid systematic approaches to research and inquiry, I try to take advantage
of my unique position as an artist exploring these theories. As prolific multimedia artist, writer and critic Mike Kelley states in an interview from his book
‘Foul Perfection’ “What I like about art is that it embraces falseness and allows
for nonspecificity, so an art whose very definition is specificity is uninteresting to me. I prefer ambiguity. I wont say ‘art is false’ since art always engages
reality, if you think about it in psychic terms (59).” I often think about my
work as existing somewhere between truth and fiction, departing from fact
based research to delve into the realm of pseudo-science and alchemy at
will. My work engages reality, but in doing so attempts to question what reality
is, whether the reality we perceive is internal or external, physical or psychic.
The goal is not to reach some ultimate truth about the nature of reality but
rather to embrace the ambiguity of our relationship with reality; to muddy the
waters and see what is possible when we surrender certainty for indeterminacy.
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